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The British Empire is considered one of the greatest empires of all time. At one 
point in history, it held sway over twenty-five percent of the world’s population (“10 
Greatest Empires in the History of World”). At the height of British power between the 
18th and 20th century, it was often said that “the sun never sets on the British Empire,” 
because of their global spread. While the British Empire is not as large as it once was, 
they still possess a grand power over the world in other aspects. There have been other 
notable empires in history including the Roman Empire, and the Ottoman Empire, as well 
as, Napoleon invading half of Europe, and the United States moving from the colonized, 
to the colonizer.  The National Archive in London, one of the largest archives in the 
world, has about fifteen different collections that include material from their colonies. 
They also hold original material from when the United States of America was still a 
British colony. While the National Archive does an impressive job of storing, preserving, 
maintaining, and sharing their material, the United States also houses a lot of their own 
colonial material and records just as impressively. However, some of these collections 
include colonial records that are copies and scans of original documents that are still in 
London. For my study, I researched archives and archival material that relate to countries 
that were once under colonial power, or countries that are still considered colonized. The 
main purpose behind this study is to discern if first world/colonizing countries have an 
obligation to house, maintain, preserve, and share the material that they have obtained 
through colonization of if they should return these materials to the previously colonized 
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people. Who has the right to these materials? Is it a matter of national identity or who has 
the best resources available to preserve and care, and give public access to the material? 
The focus of this research was to look at how American archivists view these colonial 
records and archives, and what do they mean to them.  I studied larger institutions and 
mostly archives to see what material they have. I looked at archives in the United States 
that house material from when the United States was a colony, other countries under the 
United States power, and countries that were colonies under countries such as the United 
Kingdom, Spain, France, and many more. For the purpose for this paper, I am defining 
archival material as, “of or pertaining to archives; having enduring value; permanent” 
(Society of American Archivists). I will be defining archive as, “permanently valuable 
records—such as letters, reports, accounts, minute books, draft and final manuscripts, and 
photographs—of people, businesses, and government. These records are kept because 
they have continuing value to the creating agency and to other potential users, and are 
documentary evidence of past events that help to interpret and understand history” 
(Society of American Archivists).   
My research idea was inspired by my part-time job at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. I work as a Research Assistant in the Research and Instructional 
Services Department at the Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library where I 
spend most of my time answering reference questions and leading instruction sessions. I 
work primarily with the Rare Book Collection and the North Carolina Collection, which 
includes rare books, photos, and archival material. I was working on a patron request for 
someone who was looking for a list of people in the 1770’s in North Carolina who had 
signed a petition when North Carolina was still a colony. As I was researching this 
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inquiry, I was able to find a microfilm copy of a journal of the secretary to the governor 
had mentioned the petition and wrote “refer to the list of names attached.” However, no 
list was attached in the microfilm scan. After further research I was able to figure out that 
the list along with the original journal, is housed at The National Archives in London 
because the material was considered British property when North Carolina was a colony 
and not a state. The original journal, including the list of names, is being kept in London.  
This challenging inquiry sparked my interest in learning more about other 
archives, and doing further research on house archival material from colonies in the 
United States. For the purposes of this paper, I am defining colony as “a country or area 
under the full or partial political control of another country and occupied by settlers from 
that country” and a commonwealth as “a group of sovereign states and their dependencies 
associated by their own choice and linked with common objectives and interests” (Oxford 
English Dictionary).  I wanted to learn more about archives and the archivists who 
process these collections, their opinions about who has the right to house and preserve 
materials for their previous colonies, and if it is their responsibility to make the material 
easily accessible to others.  
I researched a wide range of archives in the United States. While I would have 
liked to research collections in archives and institutions in other countries, such as the 
United Kingdom, France, and the Netherlands, for this study, I was only about to look 
into institutions in the United States. Looking at the collections from some of the 
institutions that I have researched, I have found that they house material from British, 
French, and even Spanish colonies.  
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II. Literature Review 
 
A. The Value of Archives and Identity 
 
 Archives and archival material have long been used for research purposes. 
Whether for a school project, family history, or just for fun, archival material has been 
collected, processed, and maintained for others to use. In Identity and Archives: Return 
and Expansion of the Social Value of Archives, Huiling Feng brings up a major point 
from Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook’s research in Archives, Records, and Power: The 
Making of Modern Memory 
…the concept of archives and its value in understanding identity had been 
hidden and only expressed through other concepts such as “evidence,” 
“memory,” “history” and “heritage”. Since the beginning of this century, 
archivists have started to face this concept directly: “Archives as records 
wield power over the shape and direction of historical scholarship, 
collective memory and national identity, over how we know ourselves as 
individuals, groups and societies” (Schwartz and Cook 2002) (98).  
 
Archives are fundamentally important as records of the past. They offer first-hand 
accounts and information about events in the past concerning different countries and 
cultures. Feng talks about two factors that motivate archivists to research and participate 
in citizen identity issues. This includes making archives open and working towards a 
strong social sense of participation. Their goal is to make sure the archive serves the 
public. The other motivation that archivists have is to expand on archival theory and 
practice. Feng believes that “archives and memory have helped to project the value of 
archives toward a wider range of social and cultural fields. Identity is a deep cognitive 
topic relating to social status and sense of belonging” (100). Feng continues with the idea 
that collective memory is the link between connecting archives and identity; archives can 
be used as a way for citizens to establish their own identity. Feng concludes that “the 
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pursuit of identity confirms individual or collective sense of social status, belonging and 
value” (101). Feng’s essay offers a lot of information about the value of archives and 
their purpose for collective memory.  
 Elizabeth Shepard is another scholar whose research similarly includes ideas 
about using archives as evidence of culture and history. In her essay Culture and 
Evidence: or What Good Are the Archives? Archives and Archivists in Twentieth Century 
England, she states that “many archives and records management services, in practice, 
seek to meet the multiple requirements of a wide range of interest groups, employers, 
funders, policy makers, users, and the wider public” (174). While her paper focuses on 
the relationship between archives as culture and as evidence using the historical context 
of the archives and records in the twentieth century England, her research is relevant to 
this paper. At the start of the twenty-first century, the archives were used as evidence of 
community identity and social inclusion. Shepard offers other important ideas about the 
importance of archives and their relationships with government officials, and cultural 
significance.  
 Finally, the last essay that I looked into for information on the value of archives, 
was the Schwartz and Cook’s essay that Feng discussed. Schwartz and Cook bring up the 
idea of archives being social constructs. They believe that: 
their [archives] origins lie in the information needs and social values of the 
rulers, governments, businesses, associations, and individuals who 
establish and maintain them. Despite changes in the nature of records, the 
uses for those records, and the need to preserve the, archives, ever since 
the mnemons of ancient Greece, have been about power – about 
maintaining power, about the power of the present to control what is, and 
will be, known about the past, about the power of remembering over 
forgetting (3).  
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Their essay focuses on the cultural significance of archives and their importance of 
identity. The role of archives is to help produce more knowledge about the past, and to 
help shape new notions of history, identity, and memory.   
B. Colonial Records 
 
While there is not a lot of previous research dedicated to archives and archival 
material that include colonial records, I was able to find essays that could help with my 
research. The use of colonial archives as a research tool is something that is being 
explored more today. Some important questions that I focused on when researching 
articles for my research question was: How do people view these archives? What do they 
mean to people? In one scholarly article, author Aya Tsuruta, believes that “there is 
growing scholarly interest in the history of postcolonial Africa. However, this study 
entails several methodological challenges, including insufficient availability of archival 
materials” (265). Similar to this article, there are other journal articles and research that 
are specific to particular colonies and nations. However, most have come to the 
consensus that the nations that colonized other nations are responsible for the colonies’ 
records. For example, Jeannette Allis Bastian in her article A Question of Custody: The 
Colonial Archives of the United States Virgin Islands, focuses mainly on archival 
material from the Virgin Islands. When the United States purchased the Virgin Islands 
from Denmark, their files, including their colonial records, were removed and then 
deposited into the Danish National Archives. Eventually, when the United States 
established their own National Archives in the 1930s, they sent their own archivist to the 
Virgin Islands to collect any other remaining colonial records that might still be there. As 
a result of this “the native population of the Virgin Islands, primarily former colonials 
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whose ancestors were brought from Africa as slaves, were left without access to the 
written sources that comprised their history” (96). Sadly, this is a common occurrence 
within third world countries that were previous colonized. Bastian explains that “custody, 
both legal and physical ownership of records, has long been recognized as a fundamental 
principle of archival management” (97). Archives are vital pieces of history that serve as 
“houses of memory” for many countries, and those who do not house them in their own 
national archives are sometimes left without access to the sources to view and use these 
materials. While most written record in history is predominately from and about the 
wealthy and normally white people, these records are important to learn more about the 
day to day life of the colonized people of the past.  
 Alternatively, what these archives mean to people, and what they mean to the 
people processing and caring for them might be two very different things. For example, 
in her article titled, Passive Keepers or Active Shapers: A Comparative Case Study of 
Four Archival Practitioners at the End of the Nineteenth Century, Donna Holmes points 
out that:  
the practices of archival custodians may reflect the era in which they are 
living and not the era in which the records were generated unless the 
archival practitioner was knowledgeable about the way the records were 
generated. Tracing and analyzing the archival practices applied to a 
particular group of records can be complex, as in the absence of a single 
set of principles, practices changed between custodians (287).  
 
Along with analyzing the process of archival practices, there is also another important 
factor to consider when researching and learning about colonial archives. Researchers 
have heavily studied the colonial records of the Dutch East Indies. One such article, The 
Untamed Archive: History-Writing in the Netherlands East Indies and the Use of 
Archives by Charles Jeurgens points out that “during 19th-century European colonial 
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expansion, the different approaches to and traditions of the past became profoundly 
entwined and it became clear that the past had been written about in a variety of 
manners” (85). This idea of differing approaches and values to archival material brings 
up the question of whose history is this? Jeurgen alludes to this idea when he brings up 
the difference between the European settlers’ practices for documenting information, and 
the indigenous’ people’s methods. He believes that: 
 as the western idea of history was so fundamentally different from the 
indigenous idea of history, it was the European, mainly Dutch, historians 
who set the scene in scientific historiography before 1942. Studying the 
use of archives in the process of historical research is therefore – I would 
say almost by its very nature – restricted to the western tradition and in the 
19th century this means in fact western historiographers. There is 
therefore no choice but to limit this article to western historiographers 
(86).  
 
While the rest of Jeurgen’s paper focuses on the study of scientific historiography in the 
nineteenth century, his ideas about the difference between Europeans and indigenous 
peoples’ records is something to consider when researching information on colonial 
records.  
Another article that pointed out the importance of using colonial records to 
research a nation’s history is Archives of the New Possession: Archives Colonial Records 
and the American Creation of a ‘National’ Archives for the Philippines, by Ricardo L. 
Punzalan. Punzalan states that the “American insular government initiates the process of 
collecting the National Archives of the Philippines, an important aspect of understanding 
the context of archives in post-colonial Philippines is to trace its early beginnings and to 
examine the archives’ association with former colonial powers” (381). This idea of using 
archives to compare and learn about post-colonial countries’ histories, and how archives 
 10 
relate to these powers is a very interesting concept that is not regularly researched. For 
example, now: 
scholars working in the postcolonial archives recognize that although a 
wide range of inscriptive materials are inherent to the representation of the 
dispossessed and the silenced, these materials often also function as 
repositories of identity and cultural memories. At the same time, the term 
‘postcolonial archives’ itself comes with significant baggage, foremost of 
which is the implication that records of former colonial entities continue to 
be appendages to colonial relationships (Bastian, 124). 
 
While archival material from colonials can provide researchers with new insight into 
historical events and places, there are new and differing issues that go along with using 
this material. A similar idea comes from Bastian’s other paper written about the Virgin 
Islands archives called The Records of Memory, the Archives of Identity: Celebrations, 
Texts, and Archival Sensibilities published in 2012. Bastian brings up an idea that 
colonial archives relate to both sides of the colonial relationships, and is still an issue. 
She later claims in her paper that “a postcolonial archive may… be an actual repository 
created after colonialism—as many were in the 1960s and 1970s—as part of postcolonial 
governments’ efforts to instill pride in national heritage and to educate their people about 
their own history” (126). Her biggest and most compelling claim in her paper is that: 
in theory, a postcolonial archive embraces the notion that reformulated 
and rediscovered narratives may be able to combat master narratives. In 
practice, its advocates suggest ways to identify, locate, interpret, and 
utilize the traces of those seemingly left out of the traditional archives. 
While accommodating and acknowledging master narratives, the 
postcolonial archive focuses on the small communities and the socially 
marginalized (127).  
 
Bastian reiterates the importance of colonial archives to countries and cultures on both 
sides of their history. She finally goes on to conclude at the end of her paper that “our 
cultural archive weaves seamlessly between past and present, locates cultural records 
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between narrative and counter-narrative, and mediates within local and national creators” 
(130).  
In my research, I found that there are many articles about the importance of using 
archives for research in different colonies. Punzalan points out that “in the field of 
archival history, there is the need to investigate and put in context the recordkeeping 
practices as well as the accompanying policies that were implemented during the shift of 
colonial power” (382).  Many archives are major research hubs for researchers who are 
trying to learn more about the history of different countries. Archives and records paint a 
picture of what everyday life was like in the past. Most of the time, if something is saved, 
then it held some significance to the time or the place.  
Another article that stressed the importance of using archival records to research 
information on colonies is Expanding the Archival Horizon: American Archives for 
Researching Postcolonial Rwandan History by Aya Tsuruta. Like Punzalan, Tsuruta 
states there is growing scholarly interest in the history of postcolonial Africa. She points 
out that there are challenges to this type of research, including an insufficient availability 
of archival materials. In her paper, she finds that “nonconventional archives such as the 
National Archives of the United States should be explored in historical studies of 
postcolonial African countries, including smaller countries like Rwanda” (265). Since the 
1970s, anthropologists have engaged in post-colonial studies by using archives to get a 
new historical perspective. Ann Laura Stoler points out in her article Colonial Archives 
and the Arts of Governance, that colonial archives ask: 
what insights about the colonial might be gained from attending not only 
to colonialism's archival content, but to its particular and sometimes 
peculiar form. Its focus is on archiving as a process rather than to archives 
as things… Most importantly, it looks to colonial archives as both 
 12 
transparencies on which power relations were inscribed and intricate 
technologies of rule in themselves (87).  
 
Documents found in colonial archives can confirm the colonial invention of certain 
practices or to underscore cultural claims.  
Sometimes when these archives acquire records from nations that they no longer 
have control over, some of the maintenance and preservation can fall through the cracks. 
In the case of the archives from the Virgin Islands, Bastian points out that “whatever the 
stipulations of [the] archives clause, is it clear that the United States paid little to no 
attention to it or the archives in the first years following the transfer” (104). Other 
research I have found points out some of the problems with these colonial records and 
where they are being housed. For example, the article Content and Use of Colonial 
Archives: An Under-researched Issue by Ellen Ndeshi Namhila, focuses on Namibians 
and the records that are in their own National Archives. Most were looking for 
information concerning proof of their rights and privileges as citizens, and property 
records. Citizens who were considered “native” citizens of Namibia following the 
independence from South African found it difficult to locate their personal records due to 
them being missing, or destroyed. Namibians are finding themselves in situations where 
they need personal records (birth, marriage, deceased, etc.) and the “National Archives of 
Namibia often cannot retrieve person-related records of persons previously classified as 
non-whites under colonial and apartheid laws. Many native Namibians end up losing 
property or have problems claiming their constitutional rights due to lack of evidence” 
(111).   
Incredibly, some of the countries that were previously colonies sometimes do not 
have the money, or resources to maintain archives at the same caliber as other countries 
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such as the United States or the United Kingdom. In Namhila’s article she states that the 
awareness of this problem “amongst African archivists is acutely lacking and that whilst 
lamenting the lack of a recordkeeping cultural amongst post-colonial government 
bureaucracies, they fail to realize, and might possibly perpetuate, the shortcomings of 
colonial recordkeeping and archiving practices” (118). These archives and the archivists, 
do not have the ability to take care of these records. 
 In my research, I found that while there was not much information about the 
repatriation of colonial records in archives, there was a lot of information about 
museums, repatriation, and sharing information. Indigenous Human Rights and 
Knowledge in Archives, Museums, Libraries: Some International Perspectives with 
Specific Reference to New Zealand written by Bradford W. Morse, offered a lot of 
information about museums and archives not only sharing information about indigenous 
peoples, but also working towards acquiring more information (2011). Morse focuses on 
changes in legal status of traditional information that started to affect “operations of 
museums, libraries, and archives as case studies, so to speak, to illustrate some of the key 
legal and practical challenges that now impinge upon the work of archivists and related 
professionals in many countries” (114). Early on in the paper, Morse also points to this 
redirection of information stems from early colonization. He goes on to comment that: 
the spread of some peoples (particularly Europeans, infamously from the 
fifteenth century onwards, although they are not alone in this behavior) 
seeking to expand beyond their own lands by conquering or colonizing 
other peoples compelled attention toward the legality of such actions. It 
meant that principles needed to be crafted that dealt with the rights of the 
‘discover’ as well as that of the ‘discovered’” (115).  
 
While Morse’s article focuses primarily on the views of Ma¯ori and how these records 
need to be returned to the indigenous people of Aoteroa and New Zealand, his claims 
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about museums and archives are universal. He points out that access to these histories, 
writings, and images has been increasing over time. Changes in the archive’s operations 
and partnerships with local indigenous people in the area has “set the stage for far more 
effective management and information sharing with New Zealand society as a whole” 
(131). The most important information that Morse presented in his paper that has been 
very common in recent news is that “changes of such a profound and highly public nature 
have naturally compelled state libraries, museums, and archives to alter their 
philosophies, management structures, perceptions of their holdings, and the very nature 
of their relations with Aboriginal people” (131). These culture institutions provide a 
sense of national identity for multiple cultures that is not finally starting to take center 
stage.  
C. Recent News 
 
Repatriation has become a popular and widely debated subject in the last few 
years. Repatriation refers to the idea of retuning something to the country of origin. Many 
museums have been working towards repatriation efforts to returning artifacts that were 
brought illegally, or under duress to their country of origin. In recent news, there have 
been several news articles published that focus on the returning of artifacts from 
colonizing nations to the countries they originally took them from. While artifacts and 
historical records are not always the same, they tend to fall into the same vein as 
historical material that helps educate people today about history and other cultures. On 
November 20, 2018, The Guardian published an article about the Easter Island 
government asking the British Museum to return Moai, the stone monolith, back to the 
island (The Guardian, 2018). The article went on to further explain that “the Rapa Nui 
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people, who last year gained self-administration over their ancestral lands on Easter 
Island, have launched a campaign to recover what they consider as one of the most 
important statues of the nearly 900 scattered across the South Pacific island” (The 
Guardian, 2018). However, the statue is not the first artifact in the museum to spark 
debate. The British Museum has faced “numerous claims to return artefacts to the 
countries they originate from, including the Parthenon marbles to Greece and the Benin 
Bronzes to Nigeria” (The Guardian, 2018).  
Another article that focuses on museum artifacts was published by The New York 
Times in March 2019. Christopher F. Schuetze wrote about Germany agreeing to set 
guidelines for retuning artifacts taken from their country’s former colonies. An eight-
page published agreement stated that “Germany’s 16 state cultural ministries, the foreign 
office, and association representing cities and municipalities agreed to work with 
museums to make sure that wrongfully obtained artifacts are given back to their rightful 
owners” (Schuetze, 2019). The agreement was quoted saying that “all people should have 
the opportunity to meet their rich material cultural heritage in their countries and 
communities or origin, to interact with it and pass it on to future generations” (Schuetze, 
2019). Other countries in the past few years have also taken initiatives to return artifacts. 
France has also agreed to return material since it noted in a report published that “90 
percent to 95 percent of Africa’s cultural heritage is currently held by museums outside 
the continent” (Schuetze, 2019). The report also goes into some recommended steps for 
returning the artifacts. The Netherlands also recently presented new rules from reclaiming 
artifacts that were “looted under Dutch colonial rule, and promised that it would 
investigate its own collection, rather than waiting for claims” (Schuetze, 2019). In the 
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case of Dutch colonies, another article published in March 2019 by Catherine Hickley in 
The Art Newspaper focuses on Dutch museums taking the initiative to repatriate colonial-
era artifacts. She states that “the National Museum of World Cultures…published 
guidelines earlier this month calling for the restitution of works taken without consent” 
(Hickley, 2019). The director of the Museum of World Cultures, Stijn Schoonderwoerd, 
understands that “part of our collection was acquired during the colonial period, a period 
of injustice and great discrepancies in power relationships” (Hickley, 2019). The article 
also mentions claims made by French President Emmanuel Macron who was also quoted 
in Schuetze’s article about steps that France has taken to return artifacts to Africa. Recent 
news articles about repatriation and colonial records in different archives and institutions 
has provided relevant information for my research about countries that are creating new 
regulations and proposals for the repatriation of material. 
Overall, there is published material that suggests there has been research looking 
at colonial archives. Some articles that I encountered observed the effects that colonial 
archives have on learning about a nation’s or people’s history. Other articles focus on 
issues that indigenous people are facing in getting access to their own countries’ records, 
and in some cases, other countries are the ones storing them and claiming legal rights. 
However, my paper will hopefully fill in remaining gaps about colonial records, as I 
looked at the archives that house these colonial records, how they preserve, maintain, and 
promote these records, and finally, how the archivists’ themselves feel about keeping 
these records. 
III. Methods Chapter 
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To learn more about the different colonial records that are housed in archives, and 
what the archivists’ who work with and process these materials feel about housing 
records from outside of their own country, I reached out to many institutions in the hopes 
that at least ten of them will get back to me and agree to be interviewed. To find these 
institutions, I first searched across a list of archives in the United States and selected over 
ten archives that I would like to look more deeply at.   
I thought about states that I believed would have colonial records based on their 
history of joining the United States. I wanted to have a wide range of institutions, both 
state archives, and universities. I brainstormed places from the Northeast that I believed 
would have information of when the US was a British and Dutch Colony. I was expecting 
to find information in their archive from when the US was a colony, as well as, 
information from when they become an independent state. I also reached out to Southern 
and Southwest states that might have colonial records from Latin American countries, 
Mexico, or France. I went through each archive’s online catalog (if any were available) 
and looked to see if I could find any colonial records in their collection, and if there were 
any descriptions included on their catalog or in their finding aids. After going through 
each archive, I narrowed down my final list of archives that I decided to reach out to 
based on if they had any colonial records in their collection. I picked what I believe is a 
diverse range of collections and archives. After choosing an archive, I then searched 
through their online directory and collected the contact information of either an archivist 
who works in their archive, the head of their department, or contact information for 
reference questions. The list of institutions that I reached out to were: 
The Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library 
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The Library of Congress in Washington D.C. 
The New York State Archives  
Virginia Archives 
The Boston Public Library 
Harvard University Archives 
Pennsylvania State Archives 
The University of New Mexico Archives 
Hesburgh Library at the University of Notre Dame 
The Special Collections Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley 
The Howard-Tilton Memorial Library at Tulane University 
National Archives in Washington D.C.  
I also posted my question on the Society of American Archivists Discussion board to see 
if people would be willing to speak with me and reach out to me.  
After receiving IRB approval, I reached out to the archivists and sent them an 
email telling them about my research, and asking if they were available, or someone they 
work with is open to doing an interview and taking a quick survey about the colonial 
records that they have in their archive in February. I explained to them that the interview 
will be no more than 10 questions, and can be done either in person, over the phone, over 
Skype, or via email, depending on their own preferences and free time. I also mentioned 
that there will be a short survey with a few questions about these collections, if they 
would rather take the survey instead of being interviewed. Once they have all responded, 
I made any changes to my list of archives, or any additional archives that I needed to 
reach out to before. If I received word from an archivist that they would not like to or do 
 19 
not feel comfortable with an interview, I asked them if it was easier to just take a short 
survey instead.   
Before I conducted the interviews, I wanted to determine an average number of 
colonial records collections in each archive. I looked through each of their online catalogs 
and noted the number of colonial records collections that are at each archive. If there 
were too many colonial records collections to note, then I stated in my notes that they 
have a wide selection of collections available. If I could not find all of their collections, 
or it was not available online, I included a note as an additional interview/survey question 
to ask the archivist when I am conducting my interviews. For example, the New York 
State Archives had too many records, and collections to count, but had a majority from 
the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands. 
I also collected a signed form of consent from each individual agreeing to be 
recorded and allowing his or her interview to be used in my paper. I used a list of 
predetermined interview questions in order to give structure to the interview and ensure I 
ask each institution the necessary questions. I recorded all of the interviews using audio 
recording technology, whether in person, or over the phone, and used my university email 
to record responses by those who choose to respond over email. After I conducted the 
interviews, I sent a thank you email to each professional for their time and help with my 
study. 
When I was interviewing the archivists’, I briefly reminded them what I was 
writing and researching about, and let them know that I will be recording our interview, 
and after I am finished transcribing them, then I will delete the recordings. I also told 
them that no one else will be listening to their responses other than me.  
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I asked them to describe their repository in their own words, and then followed 
with the rest of my interview questions. If they did not want to be interviewed, I asked if 
they would like to participate in the survey. The survey was important as it gave the 
archivists the opportunity to respond to short, technical questions about their repositories 
and the collections there, and gave me a chance to compare their answers to the other 
archives to get a better sense of if there is similarities and differences between the 
archives. All surveys had the option to be anonymous, and they did not have to provide 
the name of the institution or their own name if they do not want to or feel comfortable.  
Once I finished with all the interviews and reviewed the survey responses, I began 
to analyze the data. Looking at the responses I received, I looked for answers to these 
three questions: What do the collections mean to the public? What do the collections 
mean to archivists? What do the collections mean to the world? I wanted to analyze the 
archivists’ responses, and determine, in general, how they feel about these colonial 
records, and if they have any plans in the future to deal and work with these records.  
IV. Interviews 
 
 As stated in the ‘Methods Chapter,’ I reached out to individuals from a list of 
institutions that I researched. If I could find a staff directory on their website, then I 
reached out to individuals and archivists that I believed would be able to either answer 
my question or direct me to another person or staff who might be able to answer my 
questions. If I was not able to find individual’s emails, I sent an inquiry to the institution 
“Contact Us” page and included the same message that I used in my emails. Ten of the 
institutions that I reached out to emailed me back. However, of the ten that reached out to 
me, only five agreed to be interviewed. The five people that I interviewed were: 
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Jonathan Stayer, Supervisor for the Reference Services, Pennsylvania State Archives; 
Kimberley Reynolds, Curator of Manuscripts, Boston Public Library; William Kevin 
Cawley, Senior Archivist and Curator of Manuscripts, Archives of the University of 
Notre Dame; Library Operations Manager, New Mexico (anonymous); and Matthew 
Turri, Manuscripts Research and Instruction Librarian, Wilson Library. I believe I had a 
well-rounded group of archivists and librarians that I was able to interview as I was able 
to speak with individuals from the Northeast, South, Southwest, and Midwest.  
After posting on the SAA discussion board, I received a few emails from people 
who saw my post and were interested in being interviewed and participating in my 
research paper. However, only one of these people agreed to be interviewed for my 
paper. I interviewed Erin Kinchen-Addicks who previously worked at the Louisiana State 
Museum as the Reading Room Attendant from 2012-2018.  
The interviews were only comprised of ten questions and semi-structured. I 
modified or altered questions depending on the interviewees’ responses (i.e. how in depth 
they went with their responses). The interview consisted of questions such as “does your 
archive house colonial records? Does your archive have different policies for handling 
this type of material? Do you know how your archive acquired these records? Are these 
records digitized, easy for archivists to digitize and send to patrons who could not visit 
the archive?, and a few others. The last and most important question that was asked in the 
interview was “Do you believe that colonial records would be better off in the country 
that they originally came from, or an institution with the best facilities (i.e. more storage 
space, more staff, better preservation, and digital access)?”  
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If individuals were apprehensive about participating in an interview, or did not have a 
lot of time to dedicate to a half hour interview, I offered them a short five question survey 
to answer. The survey questions were:  
1. Do you have any colonial records, or records related to colonies, previous 
colonies or Commonwealth nations in your repository? 
2. Are these records popular and do people use them regularly? 
3. Are these records digitized, easy to digitized, or easily accessible to others? 
4. Do you know how your archive acquired these records and why they have kept 
them? 
5. Do you believe these records should be in this particular archive? (Who has the 
right to these records?) 
The survey questions were designed to get the most important information from an 
interview, in a quick and short response. Two out of the six people that participated in my 
research decided to fill out the survey instead of being interviewed. The purpose of the 
survey was to make was to make certain people felt comfortable with participating in an 
interview, I would still be able to get information and research that I could use for my 
paper.  
 The interviews were conducted over the course of two months. I conducted an 
interview a week, and each interview lasted about thirty minutes. Each interview was 
audio recorded and I took notes during the interview on specific details that I thought 
were important. Each interview was saved and transcribed so I could easily go back and 




 The interview responses were varied, but offered a central idea about colonial 
records and repatriation. Each institution that I interviewed had multiple collections of 
colonial records. Erin Kinchen-Addicks from Louisiana State Museum mentioned that 
there was a number of French and Spanish colonial documents in their collection that 
were produced in New Orleans. She also mentioned that there were materials in their 
collection that also belonged to the Caribbean world and that New Orleans is “part of the 
Caribbean history that is frequently the only place to track down these colonial 
documents in the country of origin.” 
 Jonathan Stayer from the Pennsylvania State Archives mentioned there were a 
number of colonial records in their collection from when the United States was a British 
Colony. He also mentioned that there were records that “are letters and Congress 
communications and other things relating to either people who are living outside of the 
colony, outside of the British colonies, or were doing business outside of the colonies.”  
 Similar to the Pennsylvania State Archives, Kimberly Reynolds from the Boston 
Public Library mentioned in our interview that most of their colonial records pertained to 
when Massachusetts was a colony of the United Kingdom. However, she also mentioned 
that they do have a significant Haitian collection at their library when they were a French 
colony.  
 Matthew Turri from Wilson Library at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill stated there were many colonial records in their collection. Not only records from 
when North Carolina was a colony, but also records from the Caribbean, the Philippines, 
other Pacific possessions, Cuba, east Asia, Brazil, Mexico, and much more. Turri 
 24 
mentions the idea of the “global south” and that while the Southern Historical Collection 
collects these materials, it is because “people of the geographical south to expand out and 
they do things. So then they come back and we have those sorts of records… the 
missionaries and things like that.” 
 The Library Operations Manager from New Mexico stated that their institution 
has a lot of material associated with Spanish colonies, and Mexico. The manager goes on 
to explain that: 
New Mexico was explored in 1540 and settled in 1598 by the Spanish. 
The colonial documents at [redacted] contain valuable information on the 
Spanish, as well as the Native American Indian communities, that were 
protected by Spanish law and survived to this day. Generation after 
generation of scholars have used these materials, with research topics 
changing over the years.”  
 
Most of the colonial records that are preserved and store in this institution seem to be 
directly or closely related to the surrounding areas and communities. While all of the 
other archives and institutions also have collections that are closely related to the area and 
community, on the surface, most of them have collections that do not seem to have any 
relation to the institution or state it is in. These collections were either donated, bought, or 
the archivist was unsure of how they ended up in the archive in the first place.  
 William Kevin Cawley from the University of Notre Dame mentioned that in their 
collection they have a lot of colonial records from New Orleans, and from Florida when it 
was a Spanish colony. Cawley explains that the archives at the University of Notre Dame 
“received records from bishops and through an employee of the archives who for many 
years microfilmed records in Rome. We acquired them because, starting in the 1870s, we 
collected historical records of Catholics in the United States or territories that later 
became part of the United States.” As the University of Notre Dame is a Catholic 
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institution it seems that they dedicated some of their acquisitions to acquiring Catholic 
material and ephemera.   
 Overall, every individual that I interviewed with was consistent with the claim 
that they process all the colonial records in their collection the same way as the rest of 
their collections. Colonial records did not hold a higher priority in the archives, but were 
considered to be just as important or significant as the other collections. There was no 
special necessity to digitize or process these records over another collection – there was 
no bias or favoritism between the collections. They also agree that either the collection is 
digitized, or could be easily digitized for patrons who wish to use the material. Lastly, 
they all pointed out that the colonial records they have in their collection are very 
popular, and are used regularly. While most of the time patrons come into their reading 
rooms to view the material, they do also get patrons who contact them on the phone or 
online to ask about information from those records.  
The final question I asked in all of my interviews seemed to be the hardest for all 
of the interviewees to answer. While I believe that they were apprehensive to answer this 
as they did not want to project ideas of beliefs on behalf of their institution, each 
individual still answered it. They made it clear that this question did not reflect the views 
of their institution.  However, some still seemed to be cautious when answering this 
question, which is something that I predicted prior to my interview process. Consistently, 
everyone that I interviewed believed that the colonial records they have in their 
institution belong there. There were many reasons for the material to be kept where it is. 
The librarian from New Mexico believed that their institution “has the most welcome 
policy, the best finding guides and knowledge reference.” Erin Addicks from Louisiana 
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believed that preservation was key and that, “it could be possible that if the documents 
are in sort of extreme conditions are in danger of preservation danger than it might be 
considered appropriate to seek out a better repository.” Jonathan Stayer from 
Pennsylvania believed that each collection or record needs to be taken case by case. He 
stated that “if the records were acquired by active war, you know, this one country, one 
party took records violently, or illegitimately at that I would say they should be returned.” 
Another librarian that offered up a different view was Matt Turri from Wilson Library. 
Matt made a very strong claim that: 
in this job, the resources, are not equally spread and the ability to make 
things available isn't equal… But I don't know that I would necessarily 
divest myself of the physical objects. I mean, I think I could think about 
something like digital repatriation as being, and what I think is a 
reasonable, a reasonable sort of compromise. But then again, I'd be the 
first one to argue that looking at a physical thing is a lot easier than 
looking at a digital thing and there's a lot of value to be seen in the 
physical object. I just, I get this is terrible. I get very nervous around the 
idea of preservation and loss, and I find out that's my own bias or the idea 
of moving things to an area where they could become lost and for 
everyone troubles me deeply… That's my bias, you know, and I think 
there's, there's probably a perfectly good case to be made for returning 
documents to places. 
 
It was very interesting to listen to the different responses that everyone had for this 




 Overall, I believed that there was some apprehension with how to answer some of 
the questions I asked. I believe that all the interviewees did not want to have their 
personal opinions or beliefs clouding the information that they were sharing about the 
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colonial records that they have in their collection. Unanimously everyone believed that 
the colonial records that are in their collection should stay in their collection.  
 Erin Kinchen-Addicks from the Louisiana State Museum had some difficulty 
answering the question of where the records should be stored. Ultimately, she concluded 
that “it could be possible that if the documents are in sort of extreme conditions are in 
danger of preservation danger than it might be considered appropriate to seek out a better 
repository. But I don't know that I would say that the country of origin is the necessarily 
the appropriate place to send them.” Like some of the others, Erin believed that there 
were advantages and disadvantages to both sides of the argument.  
Similarly, Matt Turri from Wilson Library explained in his interview that there is 
a certain bias that all librarians and archivists have when it comes to preserving material, 
i.e., the idea of keeping the records in an institution that can properly preserve the 
material and make it to accessible to as many people around the world as possible. 
However, as Turri said, there is a certain advantage to having the material in front of you 
and seeing it in person. This is where the idea of who is right and whose history the 
records actually belong to. Turri was very concerned over the course of his interview that 
his personal belief does not affect the work he does as a librarian. He also believes that 
many other librarians and archivists have the same feelings as well. Jonathan Stayer from 
the Pennsylvania State Archives had similar feelings about colonial records as Turri. He 
believed that everything needed to be considered on a case by case basis, and that “if it's a 
case where the records were sent from one place to another, then I would think probably 
wherever they're at now would be the best place to keep them.” 
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Kimberly Reynolds from the Boston Public Library did not seem to have any 
qualms about where the material should be stored. She stated that the “records belong [at 
the Boston Public Library] because they are properly cared for and are easily accessible.” 
She repeated this claim multiple times in the interview and believes that “the records are 
better off here.” Similarly, the Library Operations Manager in New Mexico also had 
strong feelings about the material staying in its current institution because “there are also 
students and scholars from across the United States and also Mexico and Latin American 
who come here to study… [here] has the most welcome policy, the best finding guides 
and knowledge reference.” William Kevin Cawley from the University of Notre Dame 
shared the same beliefs and pointed out that “our archive is regarded as one of the most 
appropriate places to preserve records such as these.” 
In discussing the value of the home of colonial records, it seemed that the ideas of 
what to do with these materials is not similar to what is reflected in some of the literature 
that is already published about colonial records. Most of the literature and articles that I 
read prior to my interviews concluded that the colonial records (not the information, but 
the physical records, documents) would be better kept at the country of origin, and that 
repatriation is something that all cultures institutions like libraries, archives, and 
museums, need to focus on. On the other hand, most of the people that I interviewed 
seemed to be on the opposite side of the argument. Most of them believed the institution 
they are at now is the best place for these colonial records to be because they have better 
funding, better preservation techniques, more staff, and better technology to help digitize 
the material; the material should be kept in a place where they can be properly preserved 
and accessed. The interviewees also point out that the location of the material now is in a 
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place that is being regularly used by patrons in the area and that the materials can be 
easily digitized for those who do not live close enough to visit the institution.  
VII. Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, it seems that scholars and archivists have different views about 
where colonial materials should be housed. While some scholars believe that material 
needs to be repatriated and that the colonial records serve as a part of a country’s culture 
heritage, these views are not as commonly shared with all archivists. The archivists I 
interviewed believe preserving material is the first priority concerning colonial records. 
They believe an institution that can properly maintain, process, and share materials with 
others seems to be the best place for colonial records. Archivists cannot let their personal 
beliefs cloud their judgement when working with this material. They believe that losing 
this information for good is the worst crime of all. While some of the material that might 
not have been ethically acquired should be considered in repatriation, colonial records 
that might be part of multiple cultures’ history should be in a place where it can be 
properly accessed by everyone. Archivists are taught how to properly care for these 
records, like all other archival collections, and they understand how blurry the line 
between what is ethical, and what is best for preservation. Overall, it is not easy to 
determine whose history the colonial records are part of. For thousands of years, 
civilizations have been colonizing, dividing, triumphing, and falling. History has never 
been as simple or straight forward as only belonging to one group of people. While 
scholars and archivists have different views about where the material belongs and who it 
belongs to, they would all agree that losing these memories would be terrible, and that 
everyone should have the opportunity to view these materials and use them to make the 
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world a better place.
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